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INTRODUCfION
The sacred landmarks of nonheast Ohio
reflect the diverse peoples who have called the Western
Reserve borne. From the first New England senlers 10
the most recent Hispan ic newcomers. each group has
brought along its cultural baggage; foremost among
that baggage are religious beliefs and pract ices as
represented by the churches each group has founded
and sustained.
New Englanders were the Reserve's first
settlers. and t hey established mOSI of ils early
institutional framework. I n those pal1s of the Reserve
that remained essentially rural. New England

institutions would remain virtually intact well into the
20th century. The communities that WCfe growing
along the Ohio and Erie Canal. the Erie shoreline, and
the Mahoning Valley were far more cosmopolitan.
In 1837, for e:'!:ample, a canal worker said of Ihe Akron
region: "There is Dulch (i.e.Germans) a plenty, Irish,
SCOlch, Welch. English, French. Yankees, and plenty of
ranlesnakes." Yel here, as elsewhere, New England
innuences would remain preeminent for decades to
come. Churches, however, developed 10 serve the needs
of the non· New Englanders almost as soon as they
arrived in large enough concenTrations 10 justify them .

Firsl Churc h in Oberlin. Unite<.! Chur<;h
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EARLY HI STORY:

NEW ENG lAND INFLUENCES
Contemporary readers with but a vague
knowledge of pioneer socier)' may assume that New
Englanders, wherever they went. could scarcely wait to
build churches and schools. [n the Reserve, that was
true when they sellied in groups and established small
communities. In Hudson, C.1nfield, Warren, and other
small communities, New Englanders did build churches
early on. Initially these were cabins that were replaced
by frame buildings as popu lation and wealth slowly

Sts. Peter 8.' Paul

C.~thol;e

increased. It was later still before growing communities
were able to sustain resident clergymen.
!\\ost of the first families in the Reserve,
however, lived apart from one another in isolated tracts.
In their sol itude they were unable to build churches:
indeed, they were lucky to encounter an itinerant
circuit rider with any frequency. Many isolates became
spiritual backsliders. One tough-minded frontier lady,
Mrs. Betsey j\ustin in what is now Ashtabula County,
so despaired of the "Godlessness" of her fellow New
Englanders, that she got on her horse, rode nearly 600
miles over lonely forest trails to her old home in
Connecticut, and cajoled her former
pastor, the Reverend Giles Cowles. to
return with her to save the spiritual
health of the Reserve.
Though pioneer churches
graced some comm unities. others lacked
them. Zerah Hawley, a traveler skeptical
about the wonders allributed to the
Reserve, wrote in 1820 that Ashtabula
was a t"own of 750 souls that had three
large distilleries, several small ones, and
not a church of any description.
Cleveland, a backwater community until
the canal era invigorated it, had no
church until 1816. Akron, a johnnycome-lately canal town founded in 1825,
had no church buildings until the early
18305. Its numerous Irish Catholic canal
workers were served by Father Henni.
an itinerant priest who visited
occasionally from his Cincinnati base.
Akron's first Cltholic church, St.
Vincent de Paul. was organized in 1844,
four years after Cleveland's 51. Mary's
on-the-Flats and se\'en years after
Doylestown's Sts. Peter and Paul
became the first church in what soon
bec,lIne the Cleveland Catholic dioct'sc.

Church. Doylestown. Ohio
)

CONGREGATIONALISTS
AN D PRESBYTERIANS
In this form,Hive period of settlement. New
England-based CongregationalisTs and Presbyterians
had the largest numbers of communicants a nd the most
visibility. In 180 1 they came
to ,1n uncommonly sensible
agreement in a Pian of

Union through which they
agreed to cooperate rather
than compete in reaching
parishioners in the Reserve.
In 1826. for example. they
cooperated in establishing
Western Reserve (Allege in
Hudson . As population
grew, however, cooperation
w.lned. Presbyterians soon
dominated Western Reserve
College, and, as antislavery
furor stirred the tiny

campus in the early 18305.
they urged "radical"
Congregationalists to leave

for newly established
Oberlin College where they
would be a better fil. The
old \Vestern Resen'e
CJllcge campus still
contains a noteworthy
sacred landma rk, a
bcautiful 1830s style
college chapel.

Former Western Reserve College Chapel. Hudson , Ohio

EPISCOPALLANS
AND UNIVERSALI STS
Ep;scopal~ ns and
Universalists were also amopog the

religioul\ denominations representing
New EnglalJd influence.
J
\Vere

rather limi

in numbers.

but

they tended to claim among their
mcmhcl'S a disproportionate numher
of p rsons on thc upper end of the
soc ioe~nomic

scale.

Their influence increased as
they established strong ehu es in the
Reserve's emerging citi
~niversalists,
only a generation removed fro", their
American beginnings in old New

England, flouri shed briefly but
never attracted large numbers of
communicants. In 1870. howeverL

they joined OIher Ohio Univers.alists
in est;blisking Buchtel COllege
in Ahon.

S""ue of John R. Suchlel,
Buchtd College.
Akron, Ohio

METHOD ISTS AND BAPTISTS
Method ists and Baptist's we re present in the
\\'estern Reserve from an early time. Some we re of
New England Ofigins while others dri.ic(1 into the

~.

.-

Reserve from Pennsylvania and
elsewhere. As the Reserve's small cities
developed. each soon had it s t\\ethodist
and its 13.1plisl congregations. In the first
days. howc\'er. both denominations were
very much on the defensive. The

Congregationalists and Presbyterians.
with theif college-educated clergy and
their well-institutionalized religious structures. wcre
sometimes appalled by the crude frontier ways of these

proselytizing evangelicals. Zcrah Hawley was but one
observer hos tile to what he called "illiterate, itinerant
Methodists," He claimed that people were receiving
instruction from "the most uninformed and fan at ical
Methodist preache rs," who were, he said, "the most
extra\'agant ranters.
With surprising speed, given the (Iifficult ies
involved, the Methodists gained status and position in
religious affa irs. By 1850, they were Ohio's largest
denomination. Their circui t riders and camp mcctings
spread the word, and, soon, they too had collegeeducated clergy and became, ill the process, Illajor
college builders across the state. In time. BaldwinWallace College would become their educational gem in
the Wesl'ern Reserve.

The campus of 13.~ldwi". Wallac~ Collcge. Ilcrea. Ohio
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The Hiram Chri$ti(t11 Church , Hiram, Ohio

CAM PBELLITES
The New England population of the Reserve
contained a strong perfectionist element, which became
fertile ground 1'01' the new religious enthusiasms that
proliferated in the region during the first four decades
of the 19th century, Most enduring of them was the
Campbellite persuasion, which laler became known as
the Disciples of Christ. Campbell. a Presbyterian
clergyman from the
p.1nhandle region of western
Virginia, was disenchanted
with excessive
denominationalism and
argued that Christians should
abandon the particularisms
that separated them and unite
on the great central truths
that they all held. Forced on
the defensive for his "radical"
ideas, Campbell joined forces
with Kentucky "Christians"
led by Barton \V. Stone.
lrv" ically, C.unpbell's
movement, which wanted to
eliminate dellOminationalism,
ended by becoming yet
another denomination. The
Disciples were blessed with
powerful preachers who
converted Presbyterians,
Methodists, and Baptists
within the Reserve. In 1850
the Disciples founded the
Western Reserve Eclectic
Institute, now Hiram College,
,...-r~--r,one of whose early
presidents. J ames Abram
Garfield, would rise to
national prominence as the
nation 's 20th preside nt.

J alnCl A. Garfield MC lOm·inl.

[~~ke

View Cemctery. Clc"dand. Ohio
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MORMONS
Among Campbellite
converts were Parley Pratt
and Sidney Rigdon. These
perennial religious seekers
heard about Joseph Smith's
Mormons and traveled to
Palmyra. New York. where
they persuaded Smith to
relocate his colony of
believers to Kirtland in the
Western Reserve. The move
was made in 1831. and.
two years later. the
iHormons erected their first
temple in Kirtland. The
temple remains today as a
well-maintained, carefully
interpreted sacred landmark.
The early success of
the jv\ormon venture in
Kirtland petered out as more
and more of their neighbors
became skeptical of their
communal land practices.
When Joseph Smith opened
an unauthorized bank, the
Anti-Bank of Kirtland, and
the bank issued worthless
paper money. irate neighbors
forced Smith and his
followers to vacate Kirtland
for more promising fields far
to the west of Ohio.

KirTland Te mpl e. Community of Christ . Kirtland. Ohio
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Finn ey Chapel. Olxo rlin College, Obf:rlin. Ohio

M ILLERITES

UTOPIAN SOCIETIES

At the beginning of the 1840s. a New England
fanner named William .\ liller created religious fervor in
his own region and in the Reserve by presenting some

While new religious entllusiasms were
attracting religious seekers. utopian societies, promising
a lnore effective social order, were enjoy ing modest
popularity. Somewhat Ilalting efforts were made to
establish Christian communities in Oberlin, Berea. and
Tallmadge. Although these eITorts never reached
fruition, Oberlin retains lIS college. founded on
Christian principles and demonstrating to this day an
active social consciousness; Berea's Methodist-inspired
institutions gave a Christ ian tone to that village; and
Tallmadge pioneers erected a magnificent
Congregational church whose image often appears in
illustrated books as a prime example of New England
church architecture.
The North Union Shaker community,
organized in 1822 and disbanded 67 y ears later. was the
Reserve's most successful utopian effort. The Shakers
left no surviving buildings. but their farms. mill sites.
herb gardens, and the like occupied more than 1.000
acres. This land was ultimately controlled by the Van
Sweringen brothers. who used the site for their Shaker
Heights real estate development. It is interest ing that
the Shakers. a plain people who favored simplicity,
were replaced by a suburb noted for its opulent homes.

bizarre calculations purporting to show that Judgment
Day would arrive on a speciSe date in the spring of

1843. J'v\illeriles spli t some existing congregations and
caused turmoil among Protestant groups until j\\iller's
predictions proved to be wrong. Miller was earnest,
and, though he struck out in the 18405. he was among
the founders of the modern Adventist movement.
Many Western Reserve communit ies have. or once had,
Adventist churches.

Plaque a l site of
th e origi nal North

Union Shaker
Meeting Hou se
(cor ner of Lee
Rood and S haker

Bouleva rd),
Shak.,r H eighTS.
Oh io
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EARLY GERMAN IMMIGRANT
COMMUN ITIES
New England-derived religious institutions
remained dominant in the Reserve through the pre·
Civil War decades. but as canals. lake steamers. and
railroads opened the land and gave rise 10 vigorous
young urban centers, religious diversity proliferated.
Germans from Pennsylvania and from overseas had
been making their way inlo the Rcsc lvc from an early
time. There were Protestant Germans. largely
Lutheran, German Reformc(1. or German Evangelical
in persuasion, as well as Catholics. T heir numbers were
small initially, but their religious diversity was great.
In 1829, for example, German Catholic farmers
settled at Randolph in southern Portage County.
They established SI. Joseph's church and eventually
fashioned a scenic grotto on the church grounds.
The church and grono are sti ll much visited today.

German Pietists- Brethren, Mennonite,
Ami sh -were better re presented outside the Reserve,
although in time a large Amish presence would appear
in Geauga County. The Germans were especially
tenacious in holding to their language, and Lutheran
pastors onen conducted services in the Gennan
language and custom. Not all Lutherans were German,
of course. A number of Akron's most visible families in
the 19th century belonged to Trinity Church, which
was in the English Lu theran tradition.
German Jews came to the Reserve in small
numbers from an early time. Many were peddlers who
accumulated some capital and then gravitated toward
the cit ies and larger towns where they engaged in
commercial activities. Israelite societies emerged in the
larger towns. Cleveland's first such society da tes from
the 1830s and Akron's appeared shortly thereafter.
By the 1850s Jews had form ed congregations in bot h
cit ies, sometimes using church structures that had
originally housed a Christian denomination.

Lih"rty Hill Baptist Chllr<:h , Cleveland, Ohio

10

EARLY AFRICAN AME RI CAN
IMM IGRANT COMMUN ITIES
Like the J ews, African Americans in the
Western Reserve WCfe o\'cr\\'helmingly city and town
dwellers. It is nearly impossible to gel a reading on the
first black churches. for records arc nonexistent. We do
know that Cleveland, in antebellum days. offered free
blacks.lS much opportunity as any place in the nation,
and some congreglHions gathered at an early time.
The Mric.ln Methodist Episcop.ll church was the
strongest black denomination in America. but it was

still in the early stages of institutionalization. By 1863.
however. it was st!'ong enough in Ohio to buy
Wilberforce College from while Methodists. to
operate Ihe college. and to establish there the Payne
Theological School to train its ministers.

THE "NEW IMM IGRATION"
The Civil War provides a convenient, if
somewhat an ificial, dividing line for assessing
demographic change in the Western Reserve. Its surge
of industrial, technological. and urban growth was
already underway by 1865. but the great flood of new
immigrants had yet to reach its full measure. Once it
did. the human face of the Reserve was radically
changed.
The so-calle(l"new immigration" desc ribes the
million s of newcomers from eastern and southern
Europe corning to America's burgeoning industrial
cities and to its mining regions. seeking jobs and a new
life. Cleveland. Lorain. and the Mahoning Valley cities
depended on this source of dleap labor to man steelrelated industries. Even as the new immigrants arrived.
H
thousands ofHolJ immigrants- British. German. and
Irish-continued to move into the Reserve. While the
HoIJ " immigrants largely reinforced e."'Cisting religious

l;:'ut M ounl %ion

Bal'ti~t

Chnrd,. Cleveland. Ohio
II

Taylor Road

Syn~u~. CI~v~land H~ighu.

Ohio

churches associated in the public eye with eastern
bodies, the new immigrants added t'o the region's
orthodoxy appeared in the cities, adding to the
religious diversity by greatly increasing its Roman
complexity of the religious and physical landscape.
Catholic presence. introducing many new eastern rite
By 1910 Greater Cleveland boasted more than
Catholic churches, and adding large numbers of Jews.
60 Roman Catholic parishes, about half of them
In sheer numbers, Roman Catholics
nationality-related. Cleveland's more than 40,000
dominated the "new immigration." Since its formation
Germans
in 1900 were the city's largest nationality
in 1847, the Cleveland diocese. under the direction of
group, divided, as we h,we noted. into many segments
Bishop Louis Amadeus Rappe, sought to Americanize
religiously. Cleveland's early Jewish settlers were
its people, resisting a call for nationality-related
largely of German background, and they formed a
pMishes. But the Germans and the Irish complained to
relatively stable community, but their hegemony was
Rome. resulting in the resignation of Bishop Rappe in
1874 and setting the stage for the great increase in
soon to be challenged.
The "new immigration" brought
nationality churches that followed the new
perhaps 85,000 J ews to Cleveland from Poland,
immigrants to the Reserve. Poles, Italians,
Galicia, Russia. and a few other European
Slovaks, Slovenes, Czechs, and others from a
sources. They were not always welcomed with
Roman Catholic tradition formed nationality
open arms by the established Jewish community.
churches. The story of how each nationality
....
which embraced a substantial element of
group de\'eloped its religious life is far too
Reform, or liberal religious practice. Indeed. the
complex to address here. Not only was Roman
historic congregation known simply as ~the Temple"
Catholicism affected. but each nationality group
was one of I he more radical Reform congregations,
contained small Protestant cohort's and, in some cases,
known for its easJ' interaction with the largely
anticlerical agnostics or freethinkers.
Christian environment that surrounded it. The east
Many Eastern Orthodox churches now
Eurol>can J ews quickly formed new congregations
appeared in the Reserve. Greek, Russian. Ukrainian.
in the OrlhO(lox and Conservative traditions,
mostly
Romanian, and other Orthodox Christians came from a
and Cleveland compele(1 with Cincinnati for leadership
tradition that ha(l split with Rome. Each had its own
in Ohio's Jewish affairs.
parishes and clerical leadership. The onion-domed
12

STE EL VS. TI RES: RELIGIOUS
COMMUN ITIES IN AKRON
As Cleveland, Youngstown, Warren, Lorain,
and other c0.11and steel centers were receiving large
numbers of new immigrants. the diversified industrial
city of Akron was also getting it s share, but Akron
constitutes a special ca sco It was not a steel city. Its
newest thriving indust!)' at the turn of the century was
rubber. and within 11 very few years, as the automotive
indusllY blossomed. Akron became synonymous wilh
tires. Just as Akron's tire plants needed a vast new
workforce, World War [ and its preliminaries ,hut orr

the su pply of cheap European labor. Frantic rubber
barons looked south , [0 Appalachia, for underemployed
farmers. lumbermen. and miners whom they brought,
vin ual1y by the trainload, to toil in the rubber mills.
Between 1910 and 1920, more than 100,000 while
Appalach ians and 5,000 sOUlhern blacks came to Akron
to stay, while uncounted tens of thousands of footloose,
itinerant workers passed through, working briefly and
then going "back home" or passing on to another
indu strial city.
The Appalachians were overwhelmingly
Protestant, and many reinforced Akron's existing,
mainli ne Protestant churches. A dramatic new element

T he Akron a~pl ill T~mple. Akron, Ohio
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entered Akron's church life. however. as thousands of
the newcomers sought to replicate their familiar
fundamentalist, Bible-centered, "down home" religious
services. This element gave rise to more huge.
independent congregations than existed perhaps in
any other city. certainly any city of Akron's size.
Ultimately some of the new congregations built
impressive physical plants: two of them boasted
auditoriums that seated 5.000 people. They were
media-oriented and highly evangelistic. One
congregation built a television empire that reached
over 340 stations worldwide; another maintains a
worldwide ministry to this day. The largest of the
present congregations, known simply as The Chapel,
has 7,000 members and is contemplating a satellite
facility in the suburbs for 2,000 more. The Chapel
draws substantially from old-line Protestant churches
whose services have strayed from the absolutes that
traditionally sustained its people during difficult limes.
Akron thus developed as a strongly Protestant
city. The 1920 census revealed that Akron's population
was two-thirds native-born. In contrast. the people of
both Cleveland and Youngstown were two-thirds
ethnic, meaning that they were foreign-born or children
of foreign-born parents. People familiar with life in
both Akron and Cleveland in the 1920-1960 period
know the two cities had a different feel to them.

14

Cleveland looked and felt strongly ethnic; Akron
looked and felt like an overgrown county-seat town.
foreign accents were heard in Cleveland. while the
nasal twang of the southern hills was common in
Akron.
One unhappy result of Akron's Appalachian
presence was the strength of the local Ku Klux Klan in
the early 1920s. People from isolated rural regions saw
themselves as the keepers of real American values and
blamed "foreign" elements, especially Catholics and
Jews, for most of the law-breaking associated with the
Prohibition era. Akron's African Americans were few in
number and politically powerless and thus largely
escaped Klan intimidation. The Klan died out in Akron
in the mid-1920s. as it did nationally, but its local
presence was much stronger than it was in Cleveland
or Youngstown.

The Grand ,\\osquc at the Islamic Center of Greater Clcvdand. Parma. Ohio

TH E POST- WORLD WAR I ERA
The 1920s also marked the beginning of strict
new federal immigration laws thaI effectively cut off all
but the most modest flow of new arrivals. Northeast
Ohio indust ry began to draw its labor from the
American South and from rural regions elsewhere.
Foreign immigration resumed in the post· World War II
period to a very limited extent under various displaced
persons acts passed by Congress. Since 1965. relaxed
restrictions have permitted a new immigration of
modest proportions in the Western Reserve.
J" leanwhile, African Americans came to the
Reserve in increasing numbers. giving rise to a host of
new black churches and reinforcing the strength of
established congregations. Methodists and Baptists.
once preeminent among black Christians. saw their
inl1uence challenged as some of their people joined
Catholic. Episcopal. and other churches. partly because
of their perceived attitudes toward civil rights. The rise
of a black middle class led to the same upward social
mobility that characterized the white middle class, and
it was reflected in the religious realm by many fine
new church structures with congregations led
by wen-educated, articulate. socially involved
mInisters.

Still more complexity and diversity in the
religious life of the Reserve has emerged in very recent
years. San Juan Bautista. established for the Hispanic
Catholic community, opened in 1975. Puerto Ricans in
Lorain and Cubans in Cleveland were served in their
religious life. Asians-Chinese. Koreans, Indians,
Pakistanis- have been arriving in small numbers since
the 1960s and, still more recently. Vietnamese and
Central American refugees have added to the mix.
There arc visible evidences of the non-Christian and
non-Jewish practices brought by some of these recent
arrivals. If you know where to look. you can find a
Buddhist temple in Euclid, a Muslim
mosque in Parma, and a newly erected Islamic Center
in Cuyahoga Falls.
The new has in large pari obscured the old.
The Weslern Reserve today is a more or less typical
slice of America. representing her diverse interests and
peoples. It is a far cry from the region's earliest years
when the Western Reserve was a unique part of
America, a bit of New England set down in the Ohio
wilderness. The Tallmadge church and other old New
England-related sacred landmarks are still here
10 remind us of how far we have come. Will these
visible reminders still be here after another 200
years? It would be fu n to know the answer.
15

ADDITIONAL READING
There is no single source that presents a
comprehensive religious portrait of the Western
Reserve. The story must be pieced together from a
wide variety of sources. A general account of Weslern
Reserve history is found in llarlan Hatcher,
Tix If7~tt'rI/ Rr"erw: Tix Story 4 Nt", Cllllllulil'lli ill Obiil
(Kent: The Kent State University Press, rev. cd ., 1991),
but not even this overview carries the story of religious
development. George \V. Knepper, Oln;, (lI/(J /1.1 Pel/plf
(Kent: Kent State University Press. rev. ed .. 1997),
places religious developments statewide into context
and brings the story close \0 the present.
Every substantial religious body.
denomination. or sect has its own literature.
The quality is mixed. but one can find details not
available elsewhere. Most churches and denominations
have their own occasional publications. but these are
hard to come by except by contacting individual
churches directly. A convenient reference ror Cleveland
churches and religious movements is David Van Tassel
and John Grabo .....ski, eds.. Tix EIlCYC{OptiJil1 of Ck,'tfl1l1d
1Ii.,tllry (Bloomington: Indiana University Press. second
ed. \996). Local histories often contain accounts of
religious development, hut they vary widely in quality.
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Unler for Sacred Landmarks
Maxine Gmman Levin College of Urban Affairs
Cleveland State University
2121 Euclid Ave .. Cleveland, OH 4411&-2214

We are grateful for the support of the Northeast Ohio Rcsean:h
Consortium and the Urban University Program

The Center for Sacred Landmarks is an
ent ity w ith in thc Maxine Goodman Levin
College or Urban Affairs, C leve la nd Slale
University, t hat provides info rmation about
C leveland's religious sl"l'uctu rcs .u1d
organ izal"ions and their past and prcsent I'oles
in strengthening and m.!.int"ining comm un ities
with in the Cleveland mctropoli ta n .u·ca.
The Levin Collcge's Center for Sacred
Landmarks is one of five suc h ol'ga ni zations
that form the Sacred

L~:lndmark s

Partnership

of Northeast Ohio. This partners hip incl udes
sacred la nd marks ini riilfives a t thc Un iversity
of Akron. Kent State University. Lorai n
County Commu nity College, a nd Youngstown
Slate Un iversity. as well as the origi nal cen ter
a t Cleveland State U ni versity. Because
p" eserving archival matcri"ls and al·twork s is a
centr,,1 purpose of the Cent cr, a S'lcred
Landmarks AI'Chive has been created and is
ma intained in partnershi p w ith the C leveland
S tate Un iversity Library. Libraries at the other
partnering un iversities arc "Iso in the process
of c reating a web-accessible network of s.lcred
landmal·k s archives.
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